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Preface

In August 1986, NASA asked the Space Applications Board,
through its Committee on NASA Space Communications Research,
Development, and Applications, to:

e Assess policy issues affecting RD& A programs in space com-
munications;
Define benefits resulting from such investments; and
If appropriate, specify requirements and directions for future
research and development in space communications.

As part of the study, the committee conducted a two-day
symposium to document and examine the major issues, and it re-
viewed technical opportunities in space communications and selected
competitive technologies. Appendix A outlines the proceedings of
the symposium. In addition, the committee examined international
competition in telecommunications markets and considered oppor-
tunities for further U.S. government investment in space communi-
cations.

The committee members who undertook the study that pro-
duced this report and the symposium proceedings are to be
commended. They gave considerable time and attention to this space
communications RD&A “odyssey,” more than a chairman could have
asked. Without the assistance of Duncan Brown, William Michael,
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David Johnson, Vicki Marrero, and Amy Janik, we would not have
reached this point. On behalf of all those involved, thank you for
your effort.

Robert T. Filep
Chairman
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Executive Summary

Space communication has made immense strides since ECHO
was launched in 1962. It was a simple passive reflector of signals that
demonstrated the concept. Today, satellites incorporating transpon-
ders, sophisticated high-gain antennas, and stabilization systems
provide voice, video, and data communications to millions of peo-
ple nationally and worldwide. Applications of emerging technology,
typified by NASA’s Advanced Communications Technology Satellite
(ACTS) to be launched in 1992, will use newer portions of the fre-
quency spectrum (the Ka-band at 30/20 GHz), along with antennas
and signal-processing that could open yet new markets and services.

Government programs, directly or indirectly, have been respon-
sible for many space communications accomplishments. They have
been sponsored and funded in part by NASA and the U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense since the early 1950s. The industry has grown
rapidly and has achieved international preeminence under joint pri-
vate and government sponsorship.

Now, however, the U.S. space communications industry—satel-
lite manufacturers and users, launch services providers, and commu-
nications services companies—are being forced to adapt to a new
environment. International competition is growing (especially in the
market for launch services), and terrestrial technologies such as fiber
optics are claiming markets until recently dominated by satellites. At
the same time, advancing technology is opening up opportunities for
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new applications and new markets in space exploration, for defense,
and for commercial applications of several types.

Space communications research, development, and applications
(RD&A) programs will need to adjust to all these realities. They
must be better coordinated and more efficient. They must be more
closely attuned to commercial markets, including the markets for
both satellites and communications services, and the unique Mars
and moon mission requirements. They must take advantage of
RD& A results in other agencies—and in other nations.

THE NEED FOR COORDINATION AND JOINT PLANNING

This changing environment, with its emerging technological op-
portunities, new markets, and intensified international competition,
confronts the United States with several major policy issues in space
communications: What should our RD&A priorities be? How should
the government agencies involved cooperate most effectively? How
can federal programs best harmonize with those of the private sector?

The nation has no overall space communications policy that
can offer guidance in answering these questions. Unlike most other
nations, the United States has no ministry of telecommunications
and no national post, telegraph, and telephone agency. Unlike our
main international competitors, Japan and the European nations,
we do not have a centralized space communications focus that fa-
cilitates joint government and industry planning and coordination
(i.e., NASDA, ESA). Our government agencies and industrial firms
involved in space communications carry out their own programs in-
dependently, with minimal coordination.

The result is that there is often too little communication between
military and civilian programs and between the programs of industry
and government. In addition, regulatory procedures (for example,
those that determine frequency and orbital assignments, technol-
ogy standards, etc.) can clash inadvertently with efforts to develop
new technologies and markets. The result is duplication of effort,
uncertainty, and waning U.S. competitiveness in world markets.

Two aspects of this are important. The first is a necessary
government responsibility.

The government itself must develop a coherent space policy
built around tmaginative, widely accepted goals. Space com-
munications should be addressed within this framework. The
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nascent National Space Council might be helpful in coordi-
nating this task, but strong leadership from the President and
his NASA Administrator will be essential.

Second, the nation needs a central place in which all branches
of the industry, and every government agency with major responsi-
bilities for space communications, can discuss space communications
programs. Within the framework of an overall space policy, such
discussions would produce a common understanding of the technical
possibilities and of future requirements for products and services.
There would be fewer opportunities for conflict, greater potential for
cooperation, and wiser use of resources.

There are a number of ways to achieve the desired objectives.

The Senior Interagency Group (SIG) for space, with the ap-
propriate staff support from NASA, could carry out some of the
necessary coordination. However, the SIG mechanism does not al-
low for participation by the private and university sectors, and it
is generally used to solve short-term problems, not for long-term
coordination.

A more promising approach might build upon the recently reacti-
vated DOD/NASA Aeronautics and Astronautics Governing Board
to provide leadership and resources for the establishment of a co-
ordinating body. This board (cochaired by the Deputy Secretary
of Defense and the Deputy Administrator of NASA) is intended to
carry out some coordinating functions. It could be invaluable as a
liaison particularly relating to classified information.

The most thoroughgoing approach would be the formation of a
forum by the Executive Branch in which NASA, the Department of
Defense, other agencies, the president’s science and space advisors,
universities, and industry could discuss space communications issues,
including technological developments required to support long-term
industrial and governmental needs.

The Ezecutive Branch should encourage the formation of
a forum for space communications, where government and
the private sector can interact and discuss space communi-
cations 1ssues, including policy and planning. The forum
should include representatives of the satellite communica-
tions industries (both manufacturers and service providers),
universities, the Department of Defense, and other agencies
tnvolved with space communications.

NASA itself could benefit from a more coherent study of the
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technological possibilities, and of future requirements, not just of the
agency, but of all the users of space communications, with input from
the forum. Such a study could produce a “technology roadmap,”
relating requirements to the NASA R&D task necessary to meet
them.

By performing such a study, NASA would provide documenta-
tion for review and discussion by forum participants, while simulta-
neously establishing an unparalleled infcrmation base on civilian and
selected military technology in space communications. By forecast-
ing trends, assessing RD& A efforts worldwide, and disseminating this
information, NASA could establish a resource of reliable information
for all participants in space communications.

NASA should develop a formal “technology roadmap,” re-
lating anticipated requirements of interest to NASA, other
agencies, and the private sector with the RD&A required to
meet them. A comparative analysis of foreign and domestic
technologies would be an important element of this roadmap.
The information base generated for this should be consid-
ered an tmportant resource for all participants in the space
communications enterprise.

NASA communications programs are conducted in a number of
different offices, with minimal central direction or coordination. Each
office has its own mission, which imposes unique requirements. How-
ever, each office should not carry out its own space communications
activities without regard for the programs of the other offices. More
central coordination of these programs within NASA would make
better use of the available resources.

NASA should establish a focus on space communications at a
high policy level in the agency to coordinate the agency’s pro-
grams and to provide broad guidance for its communications
responstbilities.

ISSUES FOR NATIONAL COORDINATION
More Efficient Technology and Service Development

Future R&D programs for space communications should be
aimed mainly at advancing technology and service options in the most
efficient manner and not at demonstrating full missions. The tech-
nology demonstrations that NASA encourages and sponsors should
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concentrate on filling holes in the U.S. technology base, keeping as
close to the fundamentals as possible.

In some cases, once the fundamentals are understood, NASA-
sponsored flight tests may be necessary. Subsystem or component
tests and demonstrations, or sometimes even computer simulations,
however, could provide more efficient and economical ways to test
new technology, thus shortening schedules. In cases in which flight
tests are necessary, partial payloads might sometimes be launched
aboard operational satellites or special demonstration platforms.
Full-scale integrated flight-test packages may be warranted in cer-
tain cases.

Future NASA efforts to advance satellite technology should
deemphasize single-purpose demonstration satellites, by pro-
viding a range of opportunities to test subsystems or com-
ponents on NASA, DOD, and commercial satellites, on the
ground, or by computer simulation, as appropriate.

Launch Services

Although U.S. industry is well along in providing commercial
launch vehicles, the U.S. space communications industry (as well
as other users) still lacks critically related elements of true launch
services, such as liability coverage, reliably scheduled launch prepara-
tion facilities, and long-term commitments for meeting future launch
requirements. With Shuttle flights no longer an option for commer-
cial spacecraft, the private sector has no U.S. source of integrated
launch services that can compete with the capabilities offered by the
European Arianespace organization, for example, which has met all
of the requirements for a launch services provider.

As the communications spacecraft evolve in the future, the
launch vehicles and related services must evolve apace. This re-
quires launch vehicle development plans in advance since the launch
services provider will generally be selected at almost the same time
as the satellite builder.

The committee urges the adoption of pertinent elements of
the President’s Commercial Space Initiative that would lead
to provision by U.S. industry of capable, flexible, and reliable
launch vehicles and services to meet the needs of government
and commercial users into the 21st century. Attention to the
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development of new technologies and capabilities should be
an integral part of such effort.

Awareness of the Commercial Utility
of Government RD& A Programs

Virtually all classes of advanced satellite communications stand
to benefit in varying degrees from investments in a relatively small
number of key enabling technologies. For example, the similarities
between military and commercial communications satellites far out-
weigh the differences. Greater awareness by the DOD and NASA
of the utility of their technology development and demonstration
programs to the private sector and general populace should provide
important opportunities for spinoffs and synergy. Conversely, better
knowledge of commercially developed communications payload tech-
nology, equipment, and requirements may permit the government to
decrease the development costs for its applications.

NASA and DOD, in cooperative efforts, should take the
lead within the government to ensure, to the extent prac-
tical, applicability to the commercial sector when planning
government-funded space communications RD&A, to include
flight demonstrations.

Government RD&A programs in satellite communications too
often neglect the terrestrial components of the systems, which, es-
pecially in commercial applications, dwarf the space components in
total cost and ability to add value to satellite services. Greater R&D
investments in terrestrial computer components would keep the level
of technology high enough to deter foreign competitors and would
help optimize the space communications system as a whole.

RD&A planning in space communications should recognize
the importance of both space and terrestrial components of
the satellite system.

THE CASE FOR GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT

The case for continued government involvement in commer-
cial space communications—a profitable and growing commercial
industry—has been questioned. Some see a substantial federal role
as unfair or inefficient, since federal programs could compete with
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private programs or services, favor one segment of the private sec-
tor over another, or produce inefficient RD&A. In addressing these
questions, it 18 important to recognize the following considerations:

e The global communications capability provided by satellites
is a strategic and economic asset. International preeminence
in space communications is worth pursuing as a national
goal because of the importance of the technology to both
commercial and military applications.

e To foster new business sectors and economic growth, the U.S.
government has traditionally made the long-term, high-risk
RD&A investments needed to yield revolutionary technolog-
ical advances, as in the development of new space communi-
cations systems and services. Satellite providers and satellite
manufacturers seldom have the motivation to commit signifi-
cant financial resources to such investments.

e Every other nation active in space communications provides
government support, at least in technology development and
export assistance. Coordinated planning, allocation of space
communication resources and dedicated telecommunications
ministries have been mentioned earlier. Private U.S. firms
would be at a disadvantage in trying to compete without
appropriate degrees of assistance.

e Coordination of federal space-communications-related activ-
ities and programs can maximize the benefits from the com-
bined public and private investment and markedly improve
the business climate for new space communications ventures
by limiting conflicts between the aims of different agencies;
eliminating redundant R&D efforts; and capitalizing on ex-
isting multiagency involvement in domestic and international
policy matters (e.g., orbital and frequency assignments, avail-
ability of government launch support facilities, technology
transfer, etc.).

With these considerations in mind, the committee views govern-
ment involvement in space communications as desirable and appro-
priate. Such involvement might include the establishment of strategic
goals, the encouragement of technology transfer between the govern-
ment and private sectors, and the funding of selected RD&A.

NASA should continue sponsoring technology development
related to civilian satellite programs; the U.S. government
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should facilitate the transfer of technology between the gov-
ernment and private sectors and ezamine ways in which the
government can facilitate commercial communications satel-
lite activities.
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Introduction

Satellite communications has made immense technological
strides in its two and one-half decades of existence. ECHO, a foil and
plastic balloon launched in 1962, was a passive reflector of signals that
demonstrated the concept. Today, satellites incorporating transpon-
ders, sophisticated high-gain antennas, and stabilization systems pro-
vide voice, video, and data communications throughout the world.
Technology now being developed will add multiple-scanning-beam
antennas and automated signal-processing to make possible commu-
nications using smaller, lower powered, low-cost earth stations.

Space communications applications have been sponsored and
funded by NASA and the U.S. Department of Defense since the late
19508 (Los Angeles Times, 1987; NASA Space Applications Advi-
sory Committee, 1987; NASA Lewis Research Center, 1986). This
support has been largely responsible for the rapid growth and inter-
national preeminence of the U.S. satellite communications industry.
While some other space applications remain in research and devel-
opment phases or in the early stages of commercialization, satellite
communications has reached maturity as a commercial industry (In-
ternational Resource Development, 1987; Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development, 1985; Satellite Systems Engineering,
1987; Stepp, 1987).

The most important example of NASA involvement in space
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communications applications at present is the Advanced Communi-
cations Technology Satellite (ACTS) program. ACTS, scheduled for
launch in 1992, will demonstrate the use of newer portions of the
frequency spectrum (the Ka-band, at 30/20 GHz) and technology
that permits satellites with multiple, steerable, and more directive
beams and on-board signal-processing and switching, so that signals
may be received at high bandwidths by large numbers of small, low-
cost earth stations. Although more work needs to be done to drive
down terminal costs, the technology has the potential for increased
communications capacity, new markets, and new missions.

NASA also conducts a program intended to help industry create
a land-mobile satellite system. The program, initiated in the late
1970s, is to culminate in the launch of an industry-sponsored com-
mercial satellite in the early 1990s. NASA conducted much of the
initial market research and the assessment of technological problems
to be solved, working closely with prospective services providers. The
agency developed a related joint U.S.-Canadian program, MSAT-X,
to foster international cooperation on matters such as frequency
allocation. NASA continues to work on developing the required ter-
restrial components, sponsoring regular conferences for industry and
government.

Recent developments, however, have demanded reassessment of
all NASA’s research, development, and applications plans in space
communications. Fiber optics communications has emerged as an im-
portant new technology, serving many markets previously dominated
by satellites. Of equal or greater concern is the rising competition
from other countries, often accompanied by strong government in-
volvement and support (Cuccia, 1988). The United States, with no
comprehensive national plan for further development of space com-
munications technology or markets, will find it increasingly difficult
to retain its preeminence, or even parity, in this environment.

At the same time, advancing satellite technology is opening up
opportunities for new applications and new markets (Braham, 1988;
Hampton, 1986; Miglio, 1986). Among the evolving requirements is
that for new and creative adaptations of communications technology
for space exploration (National Research Council, 1987). Emerging
commercial applications—made possible by technology developed in
programs such as ACTS and MSAT-X—include private business net-
works for voice and data, direct broadcast television, and a range of
mobile applications, including, in the long term, personal communi-
cations.
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The space missions and communications markets of the future
are only beginning to be identified; the research and development
to support them must be defined now. The federal government’s
roles in identifying the missions and applications and in defining the
RD&A programs remain to be determined.

CURRENT SATELLITE APPLICATIONS

Space communications is two-way transmission of voice, data,
or video signals (analog or digital) between earth and space or from
spacecraft to spacecraft. All space missions, including remote sens-
ing, space exploration, and space transportation in addition to con-
ventional satellite communications, depend on space communications
(Pierce, 1988; Posner, 1988; Profera, 1988b).

Most space communications traffic is carried by conventional
communications satellites, in geostationary orbits 22,300 miles above
the equator.! These satellites receive signals from earth and, usually
without further signal-processing, radiate them back to other points
on earth at different frequencies. Satellites may be used to link point-
to-point, point-to-multipoint (e.g., broadcast satellites), multipoint-
to-point (e.g., satellites that collect and relay data from arrays of
remote sensors on earth), and multipoint-to-multipoint.

For the United States, space communications for nongovernmen-
tal purposes is employed domestically by a growing variety of com-
mercial satellite users, including television networks, long-distance
telephone companies, business communications services, and pri-
vate business networks. International traffic is carried mainly by
the International Telecommunications Satellite Organization (Intel-
sat), although there is emerging competition from private entities
(PanAmSat).

Government agencies also use space communications. The U.S.
Department of Defense (DOD), for example, operates extensive satel-
lite systems for tactical and strategic communications, serving all
military services and the National Command Authority (Brandon,
1988; Dickinson, 1988; Quinn, 1988); DOD uses commercial and
international carriers for much of its traffic.

1Other orbital patterns are possible. The Soviets use highly inclined,
elliptical orbits with supersynchronous apogees to facilitate coverage of northern
latitudes.
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NASA and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-
tion (NOAA) both operate scientific and observational satellites that
must communicate with earth, directly or via relay satellites. The
private Earth Observation Satellite Corporation will in the future
have a similar need. NASA uses the Tracking and Data Relay Satel-
lite System (TDRSS) as its main means of data acquisition from
near-earth satellites (out to about 12,000 km from earth). TDRSS,
which relays transmissions through its satellites to a ground sta-
tion in New Mexico, also supports the Space Shuttle and in the
future will serve the Space Station (Holmes, 1987). DOD also uses
satellite-to-satellite relay communications, and other nations’ mili-
tary authorities will soon follow suit (Quinn, 1988). Relay satellites
are used mainly for governmental purposes and are likely to remain
government monopolies for the foreseeable future.

NASA’s space communications interests also include planetary
and deep-space probes and lunar and planetary bases. Most of
NASA’s space communications applications, however, are and will
remain point-to-point, like commercial space communications. For
this reason, commercial technology development will have much in
common with that required for NASA applications and many defense
applications.

All these missions will benefit from current NASA and DOD
technology development efforts. Programs aimed at multiple-scan-
ning-beam antennas and automated signal-processing, for example,
will increase communications capacity and permit the use of smaller,
lower powered, low-cost earth stations (or lower powered amplifiers).
This technology, typified by the current NASA Advanced Commu-
nications Technology Satellite (ACTS) demonstration program, will
help open up new markets and missions in civilian and government
communications.

THE SPACE COMMUNICATIONS MARKET

The U.S. satellite industry is big business. As Tables 1a and
1b partially illustrate, a number of U.S. manufactured satellites are
currently in orbit today (35 serving North America, another 33 pro-
viding international services throughout the world, with 7 additional
satellites scheduled for launch in 1988). Together, they represent an
investment of more than $6.75 billion; to this sum should be added
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TABLE 1a North American Communications Satellites in Orbit March 15, 1988

Band- #C-Band #Ku band
Orbit Satellite Satellite S/C Launch width 86 MHz Equiv. 36 MHz Equiv.
Location Name Age (Yrs) Mfgr. Vehicle MHs Xponders Xponders
W Spacenet 2 3 RCA  Ariane 1208 36 12
72w Satcom 2-R 4 RCA  Delta 864 24 ---
T4 W Galaxy 2 4 HAC Delta 864 24 ---
%W Comstar D-2/D-4 10/7 HAC  Atlas Centaur 864 24 ---
81 W RCA Ku-2 2 RCA  Shuttle 864 24 24
82 W Satcom 4 ] RCA  Delia 864 24 -—-
85 W RCA Ku-1 2 RCA  Shuttle 864 24 24
85 W Telstar 2 3 HAC  Delta 864 24 ---
8TW Spacenet 3 0 RCA  Ariane 1208 36 ---
91 W Westar 3 8 HAC  Delta 430 12 ---
91 W SBS 4 (IBM) 2 HAC  Shuttle 430 12 12
93.5 W Galaxy 8 3 HAC Delta 864 24 -
95 W SBS 3 (MCI) 3 HAC Shuttle 430 12 12
96 W Telstar 1 4 HAC Delta 864 24 -—-
97T W SBS 2 (MCI) (-] HAC  Delta 430 12 12
99 W Westar 4 5 HAC  Delta 864 24 ---
9 W S$BS 1 (MCI) 7 HAC  Delta 430 24 .-
103 W GSTAR 1 3 RCA  Ariane 864 24 24
10456 W Anik D-1 (Canada) 3 HAC  Delta 864 24 -
105 W GSTAR 2 2 RCA  Ariane 864 2 24
107.5 W Anik C-1 (Canada) s HAC  Shuttle 864 24 24
110 W Anik C-2 (Canada) 4 HAC  Shuttle 864 24 24
1135 W Morelos 1 (Mex) 2 HAC  Shuttle 1208 24 12
114 W Anik D-2 (Canada) s HAC  Shuttle 864 24 ---
1165 W Morelos 2 (Mex) 2 HAC  Shuttle 1208 24 12
1175 W Anik C-3 (Canada) 5 HAC  Shuttle 864 24 24
120 W Spacenet 1 4 RCA  Ariane 1298 36 12
1225 W Westar v ] HAC  Delta 864 24 .-
125 W Telstar 8 2 HAC  Shuttle 864 24 -
128 W ASC 1 2 RCA  Shuttle 1298 36 12
181 W Satcom 3-R [ RCA  Delta 864 24 ---
134 W Galaxy 1 4 HAC  Delta 864 24 -
139 W Satcom 1-R 5 RCA  Delta 864 24 ———
143 W Satcom V (Alascom 1) § RCA  Delta 864 24 -
SOURCE: Compiled by GTE Sp t Corporation, private communication.

the value of ground-based components of space communications sys-
tems, which dwarfs that of the satellites. Almost every component,
from satellites down, will need to be replaced in the decade to come.

Communications satellites launch vehicles and services, as well as
new space communications applications (such as worldwide marine
and aeronautical communications, land-mobile, and interconnectiv-
ity for integrated services digitial networks [Palmer, 1988]) represent
other large markets, with a potential that remains to be tapped. As
Chapter 3 explains, new services and new markets are being formed
to meet the needs of a changing economy and to take advantage of
advancing technology.

The committee conducted an informal survey of several major
satellite manufacturers and operators.? The companies contacted

2The companies surveyed were RCA Astro, Hughes Aerospace, Ford
Aerospace, McDonnell Douglas, Comsat, Intelsat, and GTE.
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TABLE 1b Intelsat Satellites in Orbit January 1, 1988

Band-
Orbit Satellite Satellite S/C Launch width Equivalent 36
Location Name Age (Yrs) Mifgr. Vehicle MHe MHt Xponders
307E VF-3 6 Ford Atlas/Centaur 2137 37C, 21K
3255 E VF-4 7 Ford Atlas/Centaur 2137 37C, 21K
3325 E VAF-11 3 Ford Ariane 2250 40C, 21K
3355 E VAF-10 3 Ford Ariane 2250 40C, 21K
3385 E IVAF-4 10 Hughes Atlas/Centaur 800 20C
342 E VF6(MCSC) 5 Ford Atlas/Centaur 2137 37C, 21K
359 E VF-2 8 Ford Atlas/Centaur 2137 37C, 21K
60 E VAF-12 ] Ford Atlas/Centaur 2250 40C, 21K
63 E VF-5(MCS) 6 Ford Ariane 2137 87C, 21K
66 E VF-7(MCS) 4 Ford Atlas/Centaur 2137 37C, 21K
174 E VF-1 7 Ford Atlas/Centaur 2137 37C, 21K
180 E VF-8(MCS) 4 Ford Altas/Centaur 2137 37C, 21K

SOURCE: Compiled by GTE Spacenet Corporation, private communication.

(four manufacturers and three operators) report returns on invest-
ment ranging from 8 percent to 20 percent. Annual research and
development investments by these companies range from $5 million
to $17.8 million, and the companies say they intend to maintain these
levels of R&D investment for the next several years.

A principal point of consideration for this study, then, has been
the fundamental question of whether, given this commercial success,
long-term government support is required, and, if so, what adminis-
trative processes would maximize the expected benefits.

THE FEDERAL ROLE IN ADVANCING
COMMERCIAL SPACE COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGY

With regard to the appropriate federal role in space communi-
cations, there are two fundamental issues: (1) the need for central
coordination and policy and (2) the desirability of federal funding of
research, development, and applications (RD&A) applicable to com-
mercial space communications systems. In addressing both issues,
the nation needs to decide what its goals in space communications
are. If international preeminence is the objective, the nation will
pursue a far different investment strategy than if it seeks to follow
another nation’s lead.
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The decision will depend largely on an assessment of the national
economic and strategic importance of space communications. In the
past, the U.S. government has placed a rather high value on space
communications as a national asset. The technology has important
defense applications, in both peacetime and war; its applications
in NASA’s space exploration missions and in the missions of other
agencies, such as the DOD and NOAA, are numerous; and the eco-
nomic benefits of the industry are immense. Federal involvement
in commercial space communications has been viewed as a useful
adjunct to government programs, since government and commercial
applications have much in common technologically.

Research, Development, and Applications

Given the existence of profitable and growing satellite manu-
facturers and operators, some regard any federal funding of RD&A
for the commercial space communications industry as unwise. Gov-
ernment programs, it is argued, could compete with private sector
programs, favor one element of the private sector over another, or
encourage over- or underinvestment from the standpoint of society
as a whole. In this view, industry, motivated by the desire for profit,
should be expected to undertake the necessary work on its own. If
it fails to do so, can we not simply purchase foreign communications
satellites and services from foreign sources?

This argument, however, fails to recognize several important
features of the space communications enterprise.

Revolutionary advances in technology, in space communications
as in many other industries, require very large, very long-term in-
vestments in research, development, and application. Industry, with
an eye to near-term return on investment and the degree of technical
risk that may be involved, does not have the motivation to pursue
long-term, high-risk R&D and tends to pursue more conservative,
short-term goals. The U.S. government, unlike the private sector,
has the financial resources to make these investments—which for a
single test flight may total hundreds of millions of dollars—in pursuit
of these advances.

Satellite services providers are especially conservative, compared
with satellite manufacturers. Unlike manufacturers, who receive their
revenues from discrete sales of hardware, services providers seek
long-term, continuing streams of revenue from the communications
services they offer. They place a high premium on reliability, are
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especially averse to technological risk, and rarely pioneer risky new
services.

U.S. satellite manufacturers have three main potential sources of
funds for developing commercial space communications technology:

1. Government purchases of satellites carrying or incorporating
advanced communications payloads may provide opportuni-
ties for technology spin-offs to commercial applications.

2. The federal government’s reimbursement of certain indepen-
dent research and development (IR&D) costs as overhead
on government contracts may provide additional technology
spin-offs to commercial applications.

3. A company may choose to invest its own profits in space
communications RD&A. These investments are likely to
be small, however, unless there are known commercial cus-
tomers. The customers (communications services providers),
as explained earlier, tend to seek low-risk technologies.

All three of these sources of RD&A funding can advance com-
mercial technology. The advances are likely to be modest, though,
because they depend on derivative gains from government programs
and on limited investments of seed money. Without government
involvement, there is no driving force for significant advances in
commercial technology.

Policy and Coordination

A second, related, fundamental issue is the need for national
coordination of U.S. government and commercial space communica-
tions programs. Most national governments regard communications
infrastructure as a vital national asset and control their national com-
munications systems through ministries of communications. Many
actually operate the systems through post, telephone, and telegraph
agencies.

Communications are just as vital to the United States, of course,
but here it is managed by private industry, albeit under federal
regulation (by the FCC and other agencies). The nation, thus far,
has not established a space communications policy that can help
agencies assess potential applications and technical opportunities
and set priorities. NASA programs, similarly, are administered at
the program level, with minimal central direction or interprogram
coordination. The result, in the committee’s view, is a less than
optimum degree of coordination.
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It should be noted, in this regard, that the government largely
controls access to space. Testing and demonstration of new prod-
ucts and services cannot proceed without multiagency government
involvement and approval. U.S. launch sites are under the control
of the government. (Access to foreign sites could be difficult, espe-
cially for advanced satellites, since communications satellites are on
the munitions control list and therefore subject to technology ex-
port restrictions.) Frequency and orbit assignments also are made
by the U.S. government, under treaty obligations, so that new prod-
ucts and services requiring orbital slots and frequencies require the
active endorsement of the government. (The struggle to establish
land-mobile satellite service, discussed in Chapter 5, illustrates the
interdependency and the importance of coordination.)

CONCLUSION

In the committee’s view, U.S. preeminence in space communi-
cations is a valuable national asset, built up over decades of effort,
that should not be allowed to deteriorate. The government, through
NASA, has funded commercial RD&A in space communications since
the first communications satellites were conceived (see Chapter 2).
The ACTS program, among others, is carried out in recognition
of the fact that commercial and government space communications
are essentially a single enterprise, with complementary technologies.
These reasons, plus the potential benefits that could be derived from
the synergy among defense programs, NASA programs, and commer-
cial programs, are, in the committee’s opinion, strong justifications
for a continued government role in commercial RD&A. NASA has
been the agency chosen for this role in the past. It has done a credi-
ble job and has in place the necessary qualified people and requisite
facilities to fulfill this function in the future.

NASA should continue sponsoring technology development
on behalf of civilian satellite programs; the U.S. government
should facilitate the transfer of technology between the gov-
ernment and private sectors and ezamine ways in which the
government can facilitate commercial communications satel-
lite activities.

The forms that this involvement and its management should take
are major topics of this report. Several alternatives are discussed in
Chapter 5.



2
NASA Involvement in
Space Communications

NASA programs pioneered every major technological advance
in commercial space communications, from ECHO on. RD&A pro-
grams funded by the agency have developed and demonstrated the
technology and services that users of commercial communications
take for granted and the capabilities to serve the applications of
NASA and other civilian agencies (Dassler, 1986; Edelson, 1983;
Pritchard, 1984; Young, 1983). NASA remains the most important
source of funds for technology development in space communications,
and the agency’s applications programs tend to shape the RD&A ac-
tivities of the private sector.

NASA communications RD&A programs are distributed in a
number of offices, with limited central direction. In the Office of
Space Science and Applications, the communications program sup-
ports developments intended for the civilian communications satel-
lite industry and science mission communications needs for earth-
orbiting or deep-space NASA missions. The Office of Aeronautics
and Space Technology conducts basic research in support of NASA
programs and also manages spin-offs of technology from this re-
search. The Office of Space Operations includes developments re-
lated to TDRSS and the Deep Space Network (the core of the NASA
ground network); it also operates the NASA communications net-
work (NASCOM), which ties together the NASA ground network
and the TDRSS station in White Sands with Mission Operation
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Centers. The Office of Space Station performs advanced communi-
cations development in support of the Space Station.

Each NASA office has its own mission, of course, which im-
poses unique requirements for RD&A activities. It does not follow,
however, that each office should sponsor or conduct its own space
communications RD& A programs in support of that mission without
regard for other offices’ programs. Such a course leads to duplication
of effort, since most of the underlying technologies are broadly appli-
cable to various NASA programs. As Chapter 4 argues, more central
coordination of programs, both within NASA and nationally, would
make better use of scarce economic and technical resources.

Nonetheless, NASA RD&:A programs have had substantial ben-
efits for the public as well as the space communications industry.
These programs, with those of the Defense Department, have made
possible space communications as it exists today. There are good
reasons to believe that private capital would not have been invested
in the RD&A necessary to achieve these advances.

NASA’S PAST ACHIEVEMENTS IN SPACE
COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT

Soon after the success of the ECHO experiment, NASA under-
took the responsibility for developing and demonstrating the tech-
nology of space communications. In the early 19608, NASA produced
the SYNCOM series, which demonstrated geosynchronous satellite
service and thus provided the breakthrough for commercial satellite
use.

The next major step was NASA’s Applications Technology Satel-
lite (ATS) series, seven satellites launched between 1966 and 1974.
All seven satellites of the series used a single bus design, so that
the cost of the bus attributable to each satellite was relatively small.
The ATS series demonstrated technology, such as despun antennas,
unfurlable antennas, and the use of multiple frequencies, which made
possible such new services as maritime and aeronautical communi-
cations. Of equal importance was their role as platforms for demon-
strating these services (Bransford, 1988). ATS-1 through ATS-5
provided a basis for incorporating frequencies and designs on such
satellites as Western Union’s WESTAR series. ATS-6, a sophisti-
cated satellite in terms of design and services, not only influenced
the use of L-band frequencies in the sturdy and versatile MARISATS,
but also demonstrated the concepts of education, in-service training,
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and hospital networks that today serve over 20 million U.S. citizens
(U.S. Agency for International Development, 1975). The ATS series
also contributed to U.S. foreign policy goals by making possible joint
international experiments and service demonstrations; the demon-
strations provided the bases for commercial systems later adopted
by India and other countries (Cohen and Noll, 1988b).

Another important demonstration in the mid-1970s was the
joint U.S.-Canadian Communications Technology Satellite (CTS),
also known as “Hermes.” CTS led to studies of the feasibility of
direct-broadcast satellites (Hudson, 1986; Johnston, 1980; Parker,
1986; Smith, 1980; Thomsen, 1981). By demonstrating the use of
the Ku-band (14/12 GHz), it led also to the Satellite Business System
(SBS) network.

Despite this record of success, NASA programs to demonstrate
commercial communications satellite technology have been contro-
versial since the first, the SYNCOM series (Cohen and Noll, 1988b).
The 1962 Communications Satellite Act, which established the Com-
munications Satellite Corporation (Comsat) and later the Interna-
tional Telecommunications Satellite Corporation (Intelsat), clearly
prescribed a role for NASA in R&D for commercial applications
(Maleter and Hinchman, 1988). Some, however, have regarded fed-
eral demonstration projects conducted for commercial purposes as
inappropriate, particularly when the industry involved is profitable
and growing. In the mid-1960s, the controversy intensified as the
industry expanded and matured; in the early 1970s most NASA
space communications RD&A was abandoned, in the expectation
that industry would take it over (Sawyer, 1987). From a 1973 peak
of about $170 million, NASA communications programs fell to about
$20 million by 1975 (Cuccia, 1988).

However, this expectation of industry takeover proved overly
optimistic. For a variety of reasons, discussed in Chapter 1 of this
report, the industries involved in space communications find it diffi-
cult to mount the ambitious RD& A programs that make substantial
advances in technology.

NASA therefore began moving back into commercial space com-
munications applications. In 1978, the agency began work on the
key enabling technologies for the ACTS program, intended as the
next major advance in satellite communications technology. This
program has received significant appropriations since the fiscal 1985
NASA budget. Scheduled for launch in 1992, ACTS is intended to
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provide operational demonstration in the United States of multiple-
scanning-beam antenna technology, on-board switching and process-
ing of signals, and use of Ka-band frequencies (30/20 GHz).

Another important technology development program mounted
by NASA in the late 1970s is MSAT-X, a joint U.S.-Canadian pro-
gram to develop land-mobile communications applications for satel-
lites. MSAT-X has led to the recent proposal by the American Mobile
Satellite Consortium to build and manage the first U.S. domestic mo-
bile satellite system (American Mobile Satellite Consortium, 1988).
In a demonstration of effective cooperation with industry, including
potential services providers, NASA in 1985 announced that it was
prepared to provide certain launch services in exchange for the use
of capacity on the mobile satellite system for MSAT-X activities
(NASA Headquarters, 1985). NASA proposed that a few dedicated
satellite channels be used for advanced technology development and
that NASA support and coordinate experiments by other government
users. A mobile-satellite launch reservation appears on NASA’s cur-
rent launch manifest (NASA Headquarters, 1987).

POTENTIAL FOR THE FUTURE

There is every reason to believe that future NASA RD&A pro-
grams, like past ones, will have commercial and service benefits.
While it can and does develop communications satellites and services
that advance the state of the art, industry generally leaves the de-
velopment of highly innovative technology—with its inherently high
risks and costs—to government sponsorship. Government-sponsored
programs can demonstrate new features of satellite systems, reveal-
ing the potential for new applications. Without the hundreds of
successful application demonstrations carried out with the ATS se-
ries and CTS, potential users would not have discovered the benefits
first hand. The products and services developed as a result of these
programs have kept U.S. manufacturers competitive abroad.

The service demonstrations planned for the ACTS program
should have similar impacts. Such full-scale flight tests may not
always be appropriate (as explained in Chapter 5), but they do offer
the singular advantage of letting users experiment over reasonable
periods of time, thus raising technical confidence and stimulating the
conception and development of new services and products.

The form of future NASA RD&A programs in space communica-
tions needs to be carefully thought out. As resources become scarcer,



15

it will be necessary to derive the maximum of benefit from these pro-
grams, at minimum cost. If NASA is to retain a role in support of
commercial satellite communications applications (as this committee
thinks it should), the agency will need a guiding policy, and it will
need to mount strong efforts to ensure the greatest possible transfer
of government technology to the private sector. Chapter 5 discusses
the committee’s proposals for achieving these goals.



3
Changing Conditions in the
Commercial Communications Market

As recently as the early 1980s, the U.S. space communications
industry was virtually unchallenged, at home and abroad. The
overwhelming advantages of satellites in long-haul communications
promised remarkable growth in their share of the telecommunica-
tions market. No other country was seen as a worrisome competitor.
The telecommunications market, tightly regulated nationally and
internationally, seemed predictable.

All of those conditions have changed substantially in the past
few years. Other nations have mounted challenges in many sectors of
the space communications market, most notably in the technologies
and in the provision of launch services. In addition, technical devel-
opments and the deregulation of communications markets have led
to competition from terrestrial communications technologies such as
fiber optics, while progress in satellite technology promises to offer
rapidly growing new markets for space communications.

INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION

From the inception of satellite communications, the United
States has been the unquestioned leader in the development and ap-
plication of the underlying technology. Today, this leadership is being
contested strenuously by both the Europeans (acting both singly and
as a community) and the Japanese, with other nations threatening
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to pose longer term challenges (Ashford, 1987). In fact, a serious
case can be made that the United States has already lost its leader-
ship position in many technical areas and is struggling to maintain
overall international parity (Sawyer, 1987; National Commission on
Space, 1986; U.S. Congress Office of Technology Assessment, 1982;
Washington Post, May 20, 1987).

Recent procurements of two major communication satellites (In-
telsat VII and Aussat II) have seen U.S. manufacturers teamed with
overseas subcontractors, either as a subcontractor or as a prime con-
tractor with greater foreign participation than ever before. Increas-
ingly, proposal requests from overseas demand transfer of technology
and manufacturing know-how and the placement of significant por-
tions of the programs within the host nations. This pattern further
reduces the U.S. share of the market. More important, it com-
plicates the proposed interchange of U.S. military communications
technology with the civilian government agencies and companies that
participate actively with overseas consortiums.

These challenges have raised concerns on grounds of national
security. They also raise fundamental questions about the role of
government in supporting commercial technologies.

Satellite Technology Development and Demonstration

The late 1970s saw increasing congestion of communications
satellites in the geostationary orbit over the western hemisphere
in C-band (6/4 GHz) and Ku-band (14/12 GHz). This congestion
prompted research and development on Ka-band (30/20 GHz) satel-
lites, not only in the United States, but also in Europe and Japan.
NASA’s attempt to surpass European and Japanese communications
satellite technology is a major goal in the Advanced Communications
Technology Satellite (ACTS), planned to be superior in several ways
to its international counterparts. (Plans to flight-test ACTS were
deleted from NASA budget submissions in the mid-1980s, but con-
gressional action has restored the mission to NASA budgets each
year since fiscal 1985.)

Patterns of funding for space communications shed some light
on the loss of U.S. dominance. As Figure 1 shows, NASA funding
of these programs reached about $170 million (1985 dollars) in 1973,
then fell rapidly, in the expectation that private organizations would
support sufficient R&D in what was thought to be a mature tech-
nology. Only in recent years, with the revival of ACTS, has funding
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FIGURE 1 Annual Funding for Communications Programs (Cuccia, 1988).

climbed again. Meanwhile, funding of broadcast, communications,
and test satellites by ESA (in Europe) and NASDA (in Japan) has
continued to rise since the early 1970s. The result is that foreign
government programs in space communications are today more com-
prehensive than those of NASA, which concentrates mostly on ACTS
(AIAA, 1984; Cuccia, 1988).

Restoring the Reliability and Competitiveness
of U.S. Launch Services

No analysis of the future of space communications would be com-
plete without a discussion of launch services. With Shuttle flights
no longer an option for commercial spacecraft, the private sector
needs U.S. sources of launch services that can compete with the
government-backed capabilities of the European Arianespace organi-
zation, for example (Sackheim et al., 1988; T. Smith, 1988). This is
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applicable, of course, for other space ventures as well as for commu-
nications. The current oversupply of satellite transponder capacity
is expected to fade by the early 1990s, and satellites now in orbit
will need to be replaced with new, more advanced models. To meet
these future requirements, satellite operators need flexible, economi-
cal launch services, and a launch services industry that can be relied
on in planning for the future.

It is important to note that the need goes beyond launch vehicles.
Recent activity to provide commercial launch vehicles (such as the
efforts of Martin Marietta, McDonnell Douglas, General Dynamics,
and others to put their rockets in commercial service) addresses
only a part of the problem. The entire range of services required
in placing communications satellites in orbit, from spacecraft and
launch insurance to flexibly scheduled launch preparation sites, and
a long-term program of development to continually match the launch
capability to the satellite characteristics are needed.

Such a capability in the United States would complement foreign
efforts, giving operators choices of launch organizations and encour-
aging healthy competition. It should be borne in mind that satellites
must be cleared for export before being launched by a foreign or-
ganization. The more advanced communications technologies could
present clearance problems on national security grounds.

Achieving a capability would require investments by both gov-
ernment and industry in launch facilities and in developing the tech-
nology of launch services and launch vehicles to match progress in
satellite designs. Arianespace is a model in this respect; vehicles and
facilities have developed into a system that can meet virtually any
commercial launch need, and on a predictable but flexible schedule.

The problem can be traced to the mid-1970s, when the U.S.
government made plans to phase out expendable launch vehicles
(ELV) in favor of the Space Shuttle (known more formally as the
Space Transportation System [STS]), which was intended to serve
all U.S. launch needs and much of the Western world’s requirements
in addition. Satellite manufacturers began optimizing spacecraft fea-
tures (weight, shape, stiffness, mounting and separation mechanisms,
etc.) for the Shuttle (Scherer, 1988). The U.S. government and ELV
manufacturers stopped investing in expendable booster technology.

This was not the case overseas, however. In Europe, the Euro-
pean Space Agency developed the Ariane series of expendable launch
vehicles to compete, via Arianespace, head-on with the Shuttle for
satellite launches worldwide. Gradually, despite some launch failures,
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Ariane’s order book filled as significant numbers of satellite owners
could not obtain U.S. launches or were, perhaps, concerned about
Shuttle launch manifest uncertainties or persuaded by the Euro-
peans’ commercial marketing approach and unwavering commitment
to improved booster reliability and flexibility. Elsewhere, with less
commercial fanfare, nations committed to space (e.g., USSR, PRC,
Japan), whether for military, scientific, or commercial purposes, con-
tinued to invest substantially in developing ELV capabilities and
capacity (Rappaport, 1988).

Thus, the Challenger disaster in January 1986 made it painfully
clear that reliance on a single capable but complex vehicle for access
to space was a serious error. Where once the United States dominated
the Western world in ELV technology and satellite launch services,
foreign competitors displaying enviable national resolve and support
for their ELV programs have achieved important world positions.

The participating European countries in the Ariane ELV pro-
gram are funding a continuing product development. The Soviet
Union, People’s Republic of China, and other nations have either
begun, or have the capability to begin, offering to launch commercial
satellites (Aviation Week & Space Technology, 1987). It is obvious
that without an ELV alternative to the Space Shuttle, the United
States cannot maintain its share of the commercial satellite launch
market or, indeed, project the image of a credible space power.

There is a large backlog of commercial launch requirements that
must be met during the remainder of this decade. ELV programs
* that can meet this demand with reliability and flexibility will receive
serious consideration from commercial launch purchasers. They will
consider U.S. offerings for their launch requirements, but if these
are not suitable, they will seek launch opportunities offered by for-
eign ELV programs, some of which are specifically designed to meet
commercial needs (Sackheim et al., 1988).

To be viable, a U.S. ELV program for commercial satellite
launches must first meet the confidence test. The program must be
supported by an entity with both the will and the means to sustain
the program through the failures and setbacks that every sophisti-
cated space program will always experience. Commercial satellite
operators and users cannot depend on anything less than convincing
evidence of the launch services provider’s ability and commitment to
deliver.

A viable ELV capability must also be able to respond to the
evolving requirements of satellite operators as they develop satellite



22

characteristics and designs to meet the needs of their customers, often
in a highly competitive market. An ELV capability with the support
and funding to respond in this environment is essential. Foreign
ELV providers are taking this approach today. The ELV family of
Ariane I, II, ITI, and IV illustrates the case very well; with a choice of
either two or four strap-on solid or liquid fuel boosters, the Ariane IV
meets a very wide range of launch weight needs and provides fairing
flexibility as well (NASA Space Applications Advisory Committee,
1987).

This condition has not been met by prior U.S. ELV policies and
programs for commercial satellite launches (Van Nostrand, 1987). It
is most likely to be met by U.S. industry, with the cooperation of
the government, acting in recognition of the national importance and
commercial viability of such a capability. Policy initiatives pertinent
to the development of the capability are contained in the President’s
Space Policy and Commercial Initiative to Begin the Next Century
(The White House, 1988).

The committee urges the adoption of pertinent elements of
the President’s Commercial Space Initiative that would lead
to provision by U.S. industry of capable, flexible, and reliable
launch vehicles and services to meet the needs of government
and commercial users into the 21st century. Attention to the
development of new technologies and capabilities should be
an integral part of such effort.

Earth Stations

Foreign manufacturers have also proven formidable competi-
tors in the manufacture and marketing of satellite earth stations.
Japanese manufacturers have been particularly successful, with
dominant positions in maritime and transportable terminals; as of
September 30, 1987, for example, 41 percent of the terminals in
use on the International Maritime Satellite Corporation (Inmarsat)
network were of Japanese manufacture, and only 37 percent of Amer-
ican manufacture. Japanese companies also play major roles in the
market for the traditional Intelsat terminals.

U.S. RD&A programs in satellite communications too often ne-
glect the terrestrial components of the systems, which, especially in
commercial applications, dwarf the space components in cost and
ability to add value to satellite services. Greater R&D investments
in terrestrial components would keep the level of technology high
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enough to deter competitors and would help optimize the space com-
munications system as a whole.

RD&A planning in space communications should recognize
the importance of both space and terresirial components of
the satellite system.

NEW MARKETS FOR SATELLITES

The most important market for space communications in the
past decade has been television networks, followed by long-haul tele-
phone companies. These markets are shifting in response to advances
in the technology of both satellites and terrestrial communications
technologies such as fiber optics. Terrestrial technologies are cap-
turing much of the long-haul voice business. Satellites are pioneer-
ing rapidly growing new markets in broadcast video and specialized
video, voice, and data networks for business (see Chapter 4).

Fiber optics systems have proven highly successful in the long-
haul point-to-point communications market. On high-density routes,
in particular, optical fibers are preferred (NASA Lewis Research
Center, 1986b). The reasons are fiber optics’ reduced costs, quality
improvements, bandwidth availability, and short propagation delay.
The major disadvantage, of course, is the fixed routing.

In the United States, the major carriers and a number of minor
ones have adopted fiber optics cables for most of their long-haul
routes, relegating satellites largely to a position of reserve capacity.
As of mid-1986, 20,000 miles of high-capacity optical cable had been
installed, and another 40,000 miles were planned by 1989 (NASA
Lewis Research Center, 1986b).

On international routes, Intelsat’s satellite business is being
partially replaced by new transatlantic and transpacific optical ca-
bles now being built by consortiums of long-distance carriers. Fur-
thermore, AT&T, once required to divide its transatlantic business
equally between satellites and cables, after 1988 will be free to choose
the most cost-effective route (The Econom